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C l a r t y T i n k s 
ELLEN G R E H A N 
IN THE BEGINNING were the sin and the crime, template for the life 
you gave me, shaped by secrets, lies and ellipses. I've forgotten 
much of those early years: they're silted over by time. 
But some memories are stalkers. They won ' t be dismissed and 
refuse to be forgotten. I catch a glint of steel from the killer shiv 
they carry when I hear a word in the old tongue, smell Scotch 
whisky on a man's breath or get the whiff of desperation from a 
flyguy working a scam. 
And fifty years later I see you as you were on that last night with 
all your swagger and big talk. Och, but it's a hard man you are with 
the pockets of your overcoat bulging with black market sweeties, 
Yankee smokes, fifteen denier nylons and a bottle of for-export-
only Scotch. 
"I can lay my hands on anything," you brag as your chipped and 
jaundiced teeth crack down on a gobstopper the size of a ping-pong 
ball, splitting it in two. "Oddfellows, Licorice Allsorts, Quality 
Street." Your tongue scoops up both halves of the gobstopper, 
shifts them to the back of your mouth where they're ground into 
powdery dust. 
Aye, a right hard man who knows what language of seduction to 
use on an eight-year-old with no sweety coupons left on her ration 
book, a cold ticket whose mouth can crack open a gobstopper and 
tell lies that suck the juice of a hungry child's bones. You're my 
sometime father, a slideaway man, and Kate, for whom you've 
brought the nylons, cigarettes and whisky, is your mother. 
We're condemned, Kate and I, to life in a helpless tenement 
that's blackjacked by age, kneecapped by neglect in a small town 
now the gravesite of a worked-out coal mine. 
The families of those who came in better times from the Highlands 
and Islands and Ireland are now dazed by poverty and on the dole. 
But drinking in Monkey MacDougal's all-night shebeen above the 
pawn shop takes the edge off the pain. Or so Kate swears. 
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To our neighbors, we 've always been strangers: dirty tinkers, 
"clarty tinks." Still, the women value Kate's skills as a speywife. 
She predicts the future by reading tea-leaves and palms, and can 
tell the gender of an unborn child by passing a pregnant woman's 
wedding ring over her belly. But on Saturday nights while I wait 
outside pubs for Kate to be decanted from their doors, and on 
Sundays when we sell her paper roses at the gates of the graveyard, 
my toes curl with shame inside my Welfare-issue workboots that 
have LCC, for Lanark County Council, stitched on their uppers to 
prevent them from being pawned. 
And you walk in and out of my life, depending on fortune, as a 
packman, barrowboy or spiv. "I 'm stoney," you say, arriving late at 
night, dumping a filthy kitbag by the door. 
The next afternoon I see you pushing a cart, howling, "Any ol' 
rags." 
You're good at bribing children into parting with the clothes off 
their backs for a balloon and you toss in a chipped teaplate as a 
present for the mammy. 
As you complete a transaction you wink at me, making me your 
uncomfortable accomplice, just another clarty tink. 
On this, the last night, I hear you banging up the stone stairs of 
the tenement. For a man who sings and laughs a lot your actions 
seem angry and rough. 
You throw open the door with such force it wrecks the shrine to 
Our Lady I'd set up on a wooden crate in the cramped space 
between the door and the bed where Kate and I sleep head to toe, 
kippers in a box. And when you turn on the gaslight you smash the 
mantles so the flames shoot straight into the air. 
You're in the chips, you tell us, have lots of lolly, plenty of dosh 
and swagger in front of us wearing crepe-soled brothel-creeper shoes 
and a wide-shouldered suit with a jacket so long Kate calls it a bum-
warmer. You pass out the sweeties and stockings, splash whisky into 
the jam jars we use for tumblers, let me sip a little from yours. 
You talk about your life in London, you call it the Smoke, about 
the money you've been making working a fiddle, and promise 
again—you always promise—that this time you won' t leave me 
behind, you'll take me with you. "Pay him no mind," warns Kate. 
"He's a man who says more than his prayers." 
Later, as the level of whisky in the bottle falls, she becomes edgy, 
goads you: "So, who are you hiding from this time? Another hoor 
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and her anklesnapper?" You give what Kate calls a white laugh, 
meaning a show of teeth and a lack of mirth. Then you tell us we're 
going to Glasgow, you have business to see to. 
We take a bus that wanders over fifteen miles of scarred earth. 
Through the window I see the slagheaps, bings, that stand like black 
cairns in memory of where the land has been gutted of its coal. 
As it gets darker outside I see the two of you, who're seated 
behind me, reflected in the glass. Kate has her face turned away 
from you, eyes closed, one hand over her mouth. You're pressing 
against her, your arm draped around her shoulders and you're 
whispering into her ear. 
I 'm disturbed by this picture. I've seen the two of you like this 
before and it usually ends in screaming fights, an exchange of curse 
words in Gaelic and you stomping off, out of our lives again. For a 
while. 
But to my relief when we get off at the bus stop at the city's 
Gallowgate, Kate is smiling. 
We go into a pub, where I 'm settled into the Snug with women 
who're considered too respectable to drink at the bar which is 
where you and Kate go to do your drinking. 
I get sleepy from the heat of the coal fire in the crowded space of 
the Snug that's no bigger than a box room and I snuggle against the 
steamy bodies of old women with breasts like bolsters who comfort 
me with potato crisps and glasses of Stout while they wait for their 
men to come through from the bar and claim them. 
Through the serving hatch I recognise Kate's voice and the song 
she's singing from the Outer Hebrides. "Bhair me o," she begins in 
the Gaelic and I dread the last line of that verse because if she's 
drunk she'll be sobbing rather than singing it. "Sad am I without 
thee," I hear and, dear God, above the racket in the bar there's the 
sound that for so long has left me anxious and sad, Kate crying. 
I think of how strange our small family is, with no husband for 
Kate and no mother for me. Why don't we have the tent pegs that pin 
others to existence? Where are the brothers, sisters, cousins, uncles 
and aunts? I know better now than to ask Kate any of these questions. 
She'll glare at me, as she has in the past, act hurt and say: "Sure, don't 
I take good care of you? Your mammy's not here and I am." 
I want her to tell me my mother is dead. Then I could ask in 
school for prayers for the repose of her soul and our auld bitch of a 
teacher would feel sorry for me. 
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I have no photograph of her but I 'm certain she looks like Our 
Lady in one of my Holy Pictures called Madonna of the Storm. 
And her name's Catriona. Kate told me that once when she was 
drinking a pint of red biddy she'd brought back from Monkey's. 
Catriona. Gaelic for Kathleen. For Kate. 
When the time comes to leave Glasgow for the last bus home the 
two of you are staggering drunk and I walk between you, a dozy 
but doughty tug nudging two listing hulks into harbor. 
Back home, exhausted, I strip down to my knickers and crawl 
into the bed recessed into the wall. You and Kate settle on the floor 
in front of the fire and pass a bottle back and forth. I 'm sleepy but 
watch you through the slit in the curtains shrouding the bed. 
Leaning on one elbow you're stroking her shoulder with your 
free hand, tugging her tangle of graying black hair, pinching her 
skin and I hear you say in a sing-song voice: "What 've you got for 
me, Kate? Jimsy's been a good wee boy. What 've you got?" 
Kate lies still and I can ' t breathe . As t hough sudden ly 
remembering I am here, you turn and stare at me. You cross the 
short distance between the fireside and bed and I 'm too afraid to 
pretend to be asleep. 
"Want a sweety?" you ask. I shake my head. "Sure you do," you 
say, patting your pockets. "Every bairn likes a sweety." Again I 
shake my head. 
You move closer, peering at me. Half-cut as you are you're sober 
enough to notice. With one hand you tear at my mouth, prying it 
open while the fingers of the other scoop out the stone I regularly 
suck for comfort. "Christ," you say, disgusted, dropping the stone 
on the scratchy army blanket. Then you go back to Kate and order 
her: "Get up. We're going to Monkey's. We're out of booze." You 
help her to her feet and she leaves without as much as a look or 
word in my direction. You follow, pausing before the mirror by the 
door as you fingerwave your Brylcremed hair. 
You and Kate are still gone when I put myself to school in the 
morning. To me it's a day like any other so I 'm not concerned 
when, just before we say the Angelus, I 'm told to report to Mr. 
Hendry, the headmaster. 
Waiting with him in his office are Father McKenna, the Parish 
Priest, and a woman, a stranger. Father McKenna tells me, but his 
words make no sense, that I won' t be going home that day. Oh, 
Kate's fine, I 'm not to worry bu t . . . "something has happened." 
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Ladies from the Sodality in the Parish will take care of me till I 'm 
found a more permanent home. 
He seems relieved that I don ' t cry or even ask questions but 
in these years I rarely ask questions and don ' t know I've any right 
to cry. 
While he and Mr. Hendry talk in low tones, their backs to me, 
looking out the window, I stare at the stranger. She's wearing a 
dark blue suit of some stiff material, white shirt, a tie like a man's, 
and she carries a briefcase which she rests on her beefy knees as she 
settles into Mr. Hendry 's leather chair. 
Everything about her squeaks or creaks, her suit, her briefcase, 
her shoes. They play in descant to the deep, resigned groans 
coming from Mr. Hendry 's chair. 
Ignoring me, she starts to write, using a fountain pen, and I 'm 
startled when she says "Aw, shite" as a blob of ink spurts from the 
nib and leaves a blot on the cuff of her shirt. 
Later she walks me home where, on her orders, I pack a change 
of clothes: a pair of clean but raggedy knickers, a too-long kilt 
bought for a shilling at a rummage sale, and my collection of 
Holy Pictures. A parcel of treasures, wrapped in a newspaper, tied 
with string. 
A small place and a big scandal. Within days I hear most of the 
details. I learn that you and Kate were found by Billy Laird, our 
local policeman, on a piece of wasteground at the back of the 
shebeen. Billy says his attention was drawn by the sound of a 
woman singing and crying. 
Kate is on her back and you're on top of her, your drawers about 
your ankles. Billy says that what really made him sick was when he 
tried to drag you off, Kate said: "It's all right, Officer. He's my son." 
I never see either of you again. In time I 'm taken care of by 
people who show me kindness, but warily, as though the bad blood 
that must run in my veins is just waiting to reveal itself in scandalous, 
outrageous behaviour. The kind to be expected from a child born in 
sin to a couple of clarty tinks, you and Kate. 
Instead, I turn out to be pious and biddable. It makes life easier, 
although my dreams are full of violence. I write them down in 
notebooks, in code. 
I learn about Kate's death one year after her body is found, 
yellow from a cirrhotic liver, on Glasgow Green. She'd been ill for 
some time, it was a vicious winter and she was homeless. 
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They trace me through a letter found in her pocket. It was 
addressed to Father McKenna, but never mailed. In it she asks for 
help in finding me. 
The priest, long retired, remembers a woman—his former 
housekeeper 's sister—who'd once given me shelter and with whom 
I'd kept in touch over the years. 
Her grandson writes me a letter that begins: "If you are who I 
think you are, you may want to know. . . " Since then he has written 
many times and telephones. He tells me he wants to be a journalist 
and has been digging, his word, into our past, to find out the truth 
about you, Kate and me. 
It appears he's the simple sort who believes that truth lies in 
revealing the facts of a life, exposing all that exists. And he thinks it 
odd that I don' t want to know more about my mother Catriona, 
w h o m I knew as my grandmother Kate. 
I know enough: that she sang, told fortunes, drank too much, 
cried too often and said she'd committed sins too great to confess. 
She once told me, she was in her cups, that there was a great 
sadness upon her. She had no one, she said, w ho would one day 
carry her on her coffin road, that last journey between the village of 
her birth and the graveyard. 
But where is that village? Somewhere in the Highlands, from the 
accent that lays a caress on a word, no matter how harsh. And no 
reason ever given why she's chosen to live among strangers in a 
Lowland howf. 
And what about you? Are you still alive, I wonder. And who'll 
carry you on your coffin road. 
There's an ocean, six thousand miles and fifty years between us. 
Still, turning a corner I catch a glimpse of you, in a crowd I hear you 
whisper: "It's Jimsy." You have pitched your tent in my dreams. 
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